
	

	

 
 

Two skills every toddler must learn 
 
Life isn’t always easy, especially for toddlers. It can be full of sadness, anger and frustration. 
If toddlers don’t learn how to cope with their emotions and express their feelings, it can 
create challenges, as they become adolescents and adults. Scientists have proven that 
when toddlers learn how to control their emotions and problem solve, they do much better 
at home, school and on the playground. These skills pay off significantly later in life, too.   
 
One of the world’s leading experts on self-regulation and executive function skills, which 
include the ability to initiate, plan, organize, set goals and solve problems, is development 
psychologist Clancy Blair, director of the Neuroscience and Education Lab at NYU.  He 
focuses primarily on the development of cognitive skills during the early years to prepare 
children for school.  
 
“Our concern for kids who are having a hard time regulating their emotions and attention is 
that they tend to develop self-perceptions as not being good at school and not getting 
along with others, which will create a self-fulfilling prophecy,“ says Blair, who has proven 
that preschools and elementary schools that include cognitive development in their 
curricula actually prevent school failure.  
 
Studies now show that kids who have strong self-control and executive function skills do 
much better academically and socially and are healthier and wealthier if they develop 
these skills during their early years.  
 
Ways to Learn Self-regulation  
There are many ways children can begin to develop skills to self-regulate, including 
mindfulness and meditation.   
 
Bob Roth is the CEO of the David Lynch Transcendental Meditation Foundation, which 
works worldwide with at-risk populations in schools, hospitals and prisons to teach people, 
including young children, how to meditate. The foundation’s science-based results are 
astonishing. As a result of meditation, people report a 10% improvement in test scores, 
increased intelligence and creativity, and a 40% reduction in stress, anxiety and depression.  
 
“These 10 minutes extend to 10 hours where children will be more themselves, more 
generous, more clear thinking and more prone to make decisions in an integrated way,” 
says Roth. 
 
Teaching children how their brains work can be very helpful. “When the brain is stressed 
and over activated, everything is perceived as a threat, whether it's a threat or not,” says 
Kathryn Shea, a clinician with 35 years of experience in infant mental health, emotional and 
behavioral disturbance. Children then go into survival mode and can’t use the cognitive 
capacities of their brain to help them problem solve.  
 



	

	

 
Mind Up! is a program that operates in preschools and elementary schools around the 
world. Its science-based curriculum teaches kids the basics of brain science so they can 
identify what part of their brain has been set in motion when they are frustrated or angry. 
 
These techniques and programs, accompanied by positive role models, allow children to be 
resilient, flexible and overcome challenges as they navigate school and life.  
 
Carlota Nelson is the writer and director of Brain Matters, a groundbreaking feature 
documentary about early brain development in children that released across global 
streaming and multimedia platforms on June 27th, 2019.  Before filming began, Nelson spent 
eight months researching early childhood development with the world’s leading 
neuroscientists and members of the early childhood development community. To learn 
more about the film, please visit www.brainmattersfilm.com.    
  
 

 
 


